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Musevim Opens Newly Reinstalled African Gallery this Autumn 

The reinstallation of the African collection of The Cleveland Museum of Art will be 

completed during the fall. In 1988 Henry Drewal joined the Museum staff as consultant for 

African art and began planning the new installation, designed to convey the significance of art 

in African cultures and to highlight the finest pieces in the collection. 

Approximately one hundred works represent forty-five cultural groups on the African 

continent. They will be arranged in three sections to reflect the imderstanding many Africans 

have of the universe: the visible, tangible world of the living; the invisible realm of sacred 

otherworld forces-deities, ancestors, and spirits— who strongly influence the affairs of the world; 

and masked mediators, the intermediaries between these two realms, who embody otherworldly 

beings during the performances that are central to African cultures. Dr. Drewal says: 

African art is often thought to be emotional, naive, and "primitive.” Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Africans think with art. They rarely choose to 
represent the world as we perceive it through our senses, instead reshaping 
natural forms to express ideas and behefs about life and the afterlife. As we 
marvel at the stunning aesthetic power of African art and learn about its many 
purposes and meanings, we can begin to understand how essential it is to the 
quality of life and thought in Africa. 

Objects in the first group, the world, are concerned generally with such social matters as status, 
authority, and roles, and through their aesthetic quality express the good taste of their owners; 
wood and ivory figures, gold pendants, combs, and a finely carved tobacco mortar are among 
these works. In the otherworld section works represent devout Africans in acts of worship- 
transformed into the divine in moments of trance; such sculptures embellished altars and played 
roles in sacred rituals. The group called masked mediators will include masks, headdresses, 
and other elements from masking ensembles made for performances. Because masks are never 
created for a stationary, detached existence-and certainly not for museum walls-the new 
installation will include a videotape of six four-minute performances showing masks similar to 
those in the Museum collection, offering visitors the sights, sounds, and actions of a masking 
experience. 
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The Museum’s African collection was most recently installed in 1974 during the gallery 
rearrangement after the Breuer building was constructed. One element in the new installation 
is a curving wall built to display masks. Shades of tan will replace dark green walls and burnt 
orange cases. A map will pinpoint cultures represented in the collection and important art 
historical sites in Africa. The Museum’s conservation specialists have cleaned and treated the 
objects in the permanent collection, many made of such perishable organic media as wood, cloth, 
fibers, and natural pigments. 

The Cleveland Museum was one of the first general art museums to collect African art, 
actively acquiring African works a year before the Museum’s public opening in 1916. In 1929 
and 1931, the collection was augmented by a group of objects donated by the Gilpin Players and 
the African Art Sponsors of Karamu House. The collection was considerably enlarged again in 
the 1960s and 1970s with gifts from Katherine C. White, Dr. and Mrs. Thomas Munro, and 
others. (Dr. Munro, curator of education at the Museum from 1931 to 1967, was one of the first 
American museum curators to recognize the significance of African art and to encourage its 
study.) A magnificent group of works made in Benin City, Nigeria, includes two of the earliest 
works in the collection, a bronze portrait of a deceased king and a bronze plaque with a 
warrior-priest in high relief, both dating from the 17th century, and a beautifully carved 
elephant tusk from the 19th century. 

African Art: A Brief Guide to the Collection , written by Dr. Drewal, is available in the 
Museum Bookstore for $2.50 ($1.45 for Museum members). 

The adjacent gallery of Oceanic art will also be newly refurbished and rearranged. The 
collection includes works from the South Pacific island groups of Indonesia, Micronesia, 
Melanesia, and Polynesia, and is especially strong in Maori art from New Zealand. Many of 
these works, like the African objects, have benefitted from cleaning in the Museum’s 
conservation department. Object labels will be revised, as in the African collection, to reflect 
the most current scholarship. 
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